Midpoint of Primary Season Coming Earlier and Earlier
Presidential nominations over the last generation have been decided during the primary season rather than at the conventions, with the early primaries proving increasingly decisive as the bulk of the contests have moved from the spring months to the late winter. The midpoint (or more precisely, the median date) of the primary season has moved steadily forward -from various dates in May in the 1970s and early 1980s to the first Tuesday in March in 2004 (that year's Super Tuesday). The midpoint could come even earlier in 2008. The total number of primaries includes those held in all states and the District of Columbia, and represents those where at least one party held a direct vote for presidential candidates or in which an aggregate statewide vote could be compiled from delegate races. The megastates are those that have more than 15 electoral votes. There are currently eight in all: California, Florida, Illinois, Michigan, New York, Ohio, Pennsylvania, and Texas. Since 1972, not every megastate has held a presidential primary. 
Election

The Fight to Be First
I t used to be that this long pre-primary stage of the presidential nominating process was known as the "invisible primary."
But no longer.
Candidates are very visibly fighting for position… and so too are the states, as the order in which they vote next year could have a significant effect on the outcome.
Two small, overwhelmingly white states, Iowa and New Hampshire, are guaranteed importance by their traditional positions at the front of the calendar. Democratic officials have added Nevada and South Carolina to the January mix to add geographic and demographic diversity.
But many other states, including a number of huge, racially diverse ones, are not waiting patiently in line for their turn to vote. Already, roughly a dozen states have moved forward their presidential primary from 2004 in a bid to enhance their status in the nominating process. California and New York are leading the charge, moving up their primaries to the first Tuesday in February, almost a month earlier than they voted last time. Florida is considering an even bolder move, to Jan. 29, a date that Democratic leaders have assigned to South Carolina alone.
The 2008 primary/caucus calendar is a long way from being set, as many state legislatures do not wrap up their sessions until late spring or early summer. But one thing is already quite evident ---more states will be voting earlier in the nominating process than ever before, with the likelihood that one or both nominees will be chosen next year in the shadow of Groundhog's Day.
The States: Forward March! T he strategic pile up of states voting in the first few weeks of the election year is not a new development. Rather, it is the culmination of a trend that has been gaining momentum over the last two decades, with state after state concluding that their only way to relevance is to stake a position as early as they can on the primary calendar.
For a few it has worked; for many it has not. But with the competitive stage of the last two presidential nominating cycles effectively ending in early March, it is hard to argue with the logic of states choosing an even earlier primary or caucus date.
2008: The End of an Era?
S till, the prospect of 30 or more states voting by the end of Tuesday, Feb. 5, has left many observers predicting the political equivalent of a train wreck in 2008. Both party nominations could easily be decided just a few weeks after the primary voting has started, with a numbingly long nine months left before the general election.
For some, that outcome is less a fear than a hope -a situation so glaringly unacceptable that it would force the parties to make common cause to create a more rational, elongated nominating process for 2012.
Tentative 2008 Presidential Primary, Caucus Calendar
The calendar for the 2008 presidential nominating season is gradually taking shape, although it will probably be mid-to-late summer before it is in reasonably final form. Yet whether 2008 is the end of an era in the ongoing evolution of the presidential nominating process may well depend on the answer to two questions: 1) How many states will ultimately join the Feb. 5 votefest?
According to a mid-April tally by the National Association of Secretaries of State (NASS), the number is nine and counting.
2) And will the firewall the party's have constructed to keep states from voting earlier than that be breached, launching a chaotic tumble of states into the comparatively empty spaces of January?
On that score, it is probably up to Florida to determine whether order prevails (or as much order as the 2008 nominating calendar can muster) or chaos reigns, with a wholesale flood of states into January, creating the political equivalent of the Oklahoma land rush. Other states certainly want to be part of the January mix, but the key to any mass movement is likely to be Florida. It is not only the fourth most populous state in the country, it is considered by many to be a microcosm of the nation -fast-growing, closely divided between the two parties, with a large number of two coveted constituencies, Hispanics and aging "baby boomers" (not to mention longtime retirees). It also has one foot in the South (northern Florida), and one foot in the North (southern Florida). Victory in a Jan. 29 Florida primary could give the winner the momentum needed to dominate the nationwide vote the following week.
Super-Duper Tuesday … and Beyond?
T he Feb. 5 vote has already attracted some nicknames, ranging from "Super-Duper Tuesday," from those who view it benignly, to "Super-Disaster Tuesday," from those who see the rapidly expanding event with fear and loathing. According to the mid-April tally by NASS, the nine states that have already signed up for the Feb. 5 date include California, New York and New Jersey.
The number could more than double before the 2008 primary calendar is finally set, creating the largest one-day vote in the history of presidential primaries. The current record is held by the Southern-dominated event that took place March 8, 1988 , which encompassed 16 primaries -12 in the South alone -plus a handful of caucuses, a number in the West.
But even if the cross-country vote next Feb. 5 becomes the largest ever, there is no guarantee that it will be decisive. The Democratic race that year was not ultimately decided until six weeks later in New York, where Dukakis won, Gore was eliminated, and Jackson was forced into a one-on-one contest with Dukakis the rest of the way that the Massachusetts governor was able to dominate.
If nominations next year are not decided on Feb. 5, the campaign may limp along even longer than in 1988, with the number of states left to vote after the '08 version of Super Tuesday comparatively sparse and spread out. Critical stops could be Virginia on Feb. 12, Wisconsin
The Evolution of Super Tuesday
Super Tuesday began roughly a quarter century ago as a multi-state votefest concentrated in the South. Over the years, it has gradually been transformed into a national event that includes states in every region of the country. At the end of the last century, Super Tuesday was held on the second Tuesday in March. In 2000 and 2004, it moved up to the first Tuesday of the month. In 2008, it will leap forward even further to the first Tuesday in February, with a revised nickname, "Super-Duper Tuesday." The chart does not include the handful of caucus states that are regularly a part of Super Tuesday. 
Super
Path to Nomination Runs Through Iowa, New Hampshire
Since the primary-dominated era of presidential nominations began in 1972, 11 of 13 major party nominees won Iowa, New Hampshire or both en route to becoming their party's standard-bearer. And the two exceptions who won neither, Democrats George McGovern in 1972 and Bill Clinton in 1992, finished a solid second in New Hampshire that gave them momentum for the contests that followed. The names of nominees highlighted in BOLD went on to win the general election. Only contested presidential nominating races since 1972 are included. 
Presidential
Clinton, Giuliani: How They Compare to Other Early Front-Runners
The current front-runners, Democrat Hillary Rodham Clinton and Republican Rudolph Giuliani, place in the middle of the pack when their mid-April standing in the Gallup Poll is compared to other front-runners at a similar point of previous presidential nominating campaigns. Since the current primary-dominated era began in 1972, the Republican nomination has always gone to the early front-runner. Not so on the Democratic side, however, as the party has usually chosen a standard-bearer from those back in the pack at the start. It is hard to say, though, which of the states is better to win if a candidate is to carry only one of them -Iowa, which traditionally kicks off the voting with its precinct caucuses, or New Hampshire, which in recent years has held its primary eight days after Iowa. Since the beginning of the year, two New Yorkers -Democrat Hillary Rodham Clinton and Republican Rudolph Giuliani -have been the leader in every Gallup Poll for their party's presidential nomination. While it can be a bit misleading to read a candidate's poll standing as an exact number, the leader in each survey from January through mid-April is indicated in BOLD type. A dash (-) indicates either the candidate was not included in the survey or did not register 1% support. A pound sign (#) denotes a potential candidate. An asterisk (*) indicates a candidate that has either dropped out of the race already or has announced they are not running. Source: Gallup Poll. 
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Clinton, Giuliani the Leaders in Early Gallup Polls for '08
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John Edwards moved from single digits (9%) to the mid-teens (14%) after his late March press conference with his wife, Elizabeth, announcing the recurrence of her cancer. The former North Carolina senator has stayed in the mid-teens in Gallup polls ever since.
And Fred Thompson, a former Tennessee senator who portrays a district attorney on TV's "Law and Order," opened at 12% in the first Republican Gallup survey in which he was included in late March. Like Gore on the Democratic side, Thompson is a prospective candidate, though visibly further along in his consideration of an active candidacy than is the former vice president.
2007: Political "Iron Man" Competition
T his pre-election year is unfolding in three stages, the political equivalent of an "Iron Man" triathlon. But rather than competing in running, swimming, and biking, the candidates are being tested in fund raising, debates and straw votes.
Up to now, the emphasis has been on money, with the first quarter results vividly defining the gulf between the "haves" and the "have nots." While a half dozen candidates raised more than Raising money will continue to be important as the year unfolds, as candidates marshal their resources for what could be a very truncated primary season. But the campaign now is already moving into a second stage, one that will feature ongoing debates among the candidates. The first Democratic debate April 26 included all eight contenders for the party's nomination and was televised nationally on MSNBC, as will the first Republican debate the following week that is to showcase the 10 GOP entries.
The money stage of the process claimed a casualty in former Iowa Gov. Tom Vilsack, who quit the Democratic race in late February citing his inability to raise the money to compete with his party's top-tier candidates. Others may decide to bow out during the debate season, a time not only for a lofty exchange of ideas, but for sharp jabs, zingers, gaffes and brutal assessment by the media.
But a sure-fire winnower of late, particularly on the Republican side, is the third stage of the pre-election year, the straw votes, which reaches its apex in August with a GOP event in Iowa. In the past, it has had all the trappings of a Cecil B. deMille extravaganza, replete with barbecues, balloons, and buses hired by the candidates to bring voters to an affair that involves a measure of old-fashioned vote-buying.
But despite the circus-like atmosphere, the results can be critical. George W. Bush won the Iowa straw vote in 1999 and prospered. Yet several low-finishing candidates that year began exiting the race not long after the last rib was consumed. If such a scene develops again this year, it could lead to a revolving door -one where some candidates leave the race, while a few others presently on the sideline leap in. And that would mark a fourth stage in this unusually intense pre-election year.
